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From National Demographic Traditions to Transnational
Expertise: The History of Demography, Expertise, and Population
Control. Reflections on the Articles by Axelsson, Necochea Lpez,
Berg, and Silies
Although the four articles gathered here seem to relate to different issues in the field
of the history of demography and expertise on birth-control policies, dealing with
different nations and places and different eras, they also share a common interest for
the study of demography as a science that is simultaneously administrative and poli-
tical. These four articles are a contribution to making demography a more reflexive
social science. Each combines the analysis of an applied science such as statistics or
political science with historiographical analysis that interprets knowledge about po-
pulation as discourse and practice that cannot be reduced to technical operations but
which are fundamentally linked to questions of power. Using the tools of political,
social, and intellectual history, these studies enrich our understanding of the historic
role of what might be renamed the social science of population.
Per Axelsson’s study of Sweden in 1900 and Raﬄl Necochea Lpez’s examination
of Peru in 1940 both explore the political dimension of national censuses in the pro-
cess of nation-building. Annika Berg and Eva-Maria Silies, although writing about
different regions in the postwar period, discuss the impact of past history on popula-
tion experts in a transnational context. All four papers can be read as contributions
to two fields of scholarship that have emerged over the past two decades: the history
of demography and population studies as science and policy,1 with the many ambi-
guities it entails; and the history of the social construction of categories of peoples,
especially indigenous, colonial, postcolonial and racialized subjects.2 The commona-
lities among these articles, beyond their focus on national cases, are welcome indica-
tions of growing sophistication in comparative analyses of knowledge production
and population policies.
Whereas the development of global institutions has been studied by numerous au-
thors, many of whom are cited in the footnotes of the essays discussed here, the task
of comparing national traditions from a global perspective still lies ahead of us.3 An-
nika Berg’s study of the reception in India of the technique and ideas of Swedish ex-
perts, as well as Eva-Maria Silies’s discussion of the debates in West Germany about
overpopulation in the Third World, demonstrate how experts and ideas travel, how
techniques are transferred but how one can also encounter cases of “non-transfer”,
to borrow Berg’s expression, despite the active role of the Swedish experts in India.
Raﬄl Necochea Lpez shows how the phenomenon of travelling experts was not an
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entirely new thing, since several of Peru’s nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
censuses and population policies were developed with the assistance of statisticians
from Europe and the United States, in the context of what he calls “a transnational
market for scientific expertise”; and Axelsson’s paper shows the influence of the
early internationalization of administrative statistics.4 Identifying Western nations as
the exporting agents and developing nations as the object of transfers of expertise
does not tell the whole story of these exchanges, since in Peru as well as in India, the
local authorities largely controlled the political dimension of the operations; and
while the foreign experts may have projected their values and expectations on these
countries, they were just as likely to be used as part of domestic political agendas.
We can also see that the exchange of knowledge, techniques, and tools for public
policy is rooted in a long tradition. These examples show that “cultural transfers”
are never simply mechanical but must instead be understood as dynamic and com-
plex relations between different societies. Following the pioneering work of Werner
and Espagne, the authors in this special issue demonstrate that it is not enough to
note convergences or parallels; it is just as important to document how ideas travel-
led, who transmitted them and in what context. In that sense the four articles contri-
bute to this field as well.5 As Berg shows, the presence in postcolonial India of indi-
viduals who had been associated with sterilization programs in prewar Sweden and
the existence of public policies promoting sterilization there, does not allow the re-
searcher to hastily conclude that one explains the other, unless there is evidence to
prove this assumption.
Together the four papers emphasize the political role of population science,
whether we are talking of an administrative enterprise, such as census-taking, or of
national and international attempts to control population size. Nevertheless, I will
discuss each of the four papers individually, before returning to the general issues
they jointly address.
Nation-building and the race question
In “Demographic Knowledge and Nation-Building: The Peruvian Census of 1940”
Raﬄl Necochea Lpez inscribes his article in the sub-field of studies that have looked
at censuses as an operation where the state is involved not just in a statistical admi-
nistrative endeavour that is, gathering quantitative data about the population and the
economy but also in a political one. It is also a contribution to the field of race stu-
dies and the ongoing debate about whether it is possible to measure racial and ethnic
populations using statistical methods to count people in various parts of the world.6
The originality of the 1940 census lies in its representation of Peru as a hybrid na-
tion, a representation that reflected the ,indigenista’ view embraced by the socialists
who administered the census and who deliberately chose not to distinguish between
citizens descended from native Indians and those of European descent. Whereas
other censuses in the Americas used racial categories to divide the population into
various classes and to statistically segregate the colonizers from the colonized, the
Peruvian census of 1940 attempted to engineer a ,mestizo’ majority that would serve
as the foundation for a new national unity. At a time when the United States was
doggedly clinging to its own rule that anyone with a single drop of “black blood” –
that is, a black ancestor, no matter how remote – counted as a Negro, the Peruvian
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census took the opposite approach: the definition of the ,mestizo’, as Necochea
Lpez clearly shows, was worded in order to maximize the number of people classi-
fied as such, since any trace of admixture qualified the person as ,mestizo’.7 In a re-
gion prone to recognizing racial mixture as an important factor, the Peruvian census
of 1940 stands out for its clear intention to statistically establish the ,mestizo’ as the
majority type and a central element of the national identity.8 This a point worth no-
ting, since the use of more discrete racial categories derived from United States social
sciences and statistical practices continues to be a subject of heated debate in the
Americas. We can thus recognize the 1940 Peruvian census not simply as a political
effort in nation-building but also as the origin of national racial categories that are
today perceived as very problematic by Peruvian demographers, whose attitudes
toward racial categories may paradoxically be more positivist than those of their pre-
decessors. Necochea Lpez does not indicate whether this perception is linked to
recent trends toward more comparable categories across the American continent.
Clearly racial categories mirror a specific time and place and are the product of na-
tional histories; this does not mean, however, that they are impermeable to transna-
tional influences.
Despite the confidence expressed by the planners of Peru’s 1940 census, we can
wonder whether there were not different understandings of the meaning of the cate-
gories and of the use of the census more generally. The conflicting political projects
of local agents of the census and national planners can be inferred from Necochea
Lpez’s text, which shows that local indigenous communities’ participation in the
census should not be read as an indication that they shared the political agenda of
people like Alberto Arca Parro, the socialist politician in charge of the census. Un-
fortunately, Arca ordered the original returns to be destroyed after the census was
completed, a fact that prevents us from documenting shifts and reclassifications in
later interactions between the population and the census takers, a phenomenon ob-
served in Puerto Rico after its annexation by the United States.9 Where such archives
are available, they are a very useful tool to social historians interested in competing
definitions of categories that are erased by the statistical process. From this perspec-
tive, editing is studied not as the correction of errors, although they exist, but as the
standardization by a bureaucratic process of the diverse meanings of census catego-
ries to various segments of a population. This question of conflicting agendas is pal-
pable in Necochea Lpez’s account and connects it to the other articles discussed
here. The assumptions made by experts and by the various classes of inhabitants
apply to the encounter between agents of the state or of global organizations and the
population, as we shall discuss later. The promotion of the census as a civic act bene-
ficial to the population is typical of census public-relations campaigns in democratic
settings, since all census planners fear the inertia of respondents. But the Peruvian
census of 1940, started under military rule, is a striking example of nation-building
through the production of statistical artifacts that have a strong ideological content.
Necochea Lpez’s detailed study of the discourse surrounding the 1940 census
shows how, beyond egalitarian proclamations, the mechanisms of the census opera-
tions reproduce nonetheless some views that contradict this. It illustrates well the
usefulness of resituating census-taking in its historical context, not as a collection of
anecdotes and figures that long constituted in most countries the administrative
histories of censuses, but as the social history of a process that is essentially politi-
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cal.10 This engineering of a national identity by redrawing the boundaries between
categories of inhabitants for the first census of the twentieth century in Peru could
be compared to some extent to the use of censuses in the context of regime change,
for its idea of making a hybrid type, the ,mestizo’, appear not simply as the majority
but as the future of Peru, reinforcing the ideology of ,mestizaje’.11
The interest of the article is not only in the history of Peru, but on a more general
level in the necessity of such approaches to understand the historical meaning of cen-
suses as demography applied by the state to a population that is not an amorphous
material. In that respect Axelsson’s “Abandoning ,the Other’: Statistical Enumera-
tion of Swedish Sami, 1700 to 1945 and Beyond” is also a welcome contribution to
the field and resonates in many ways with what we have just discussed. This article
looks at a question that is in some ways similar but has been dealt with differently by
the Swedish state: applying, or not, a specific statistical category to an indigenous
people, in order not to put it at the center of the population but to marginalize it.
This official construction of difference for a minority, although today called for by
global organizations as well as by representatives of the minority group with the ob-
jective of official recognition, has a long history of differentiation and exclusion in
Sweden that is addressed here.
Retracing the long history of population statistics in Sweden, Axelsson shows
how the interest for the Sami as ,others’ grew out of a sense that, apart from small
minority groups that needed to be distinguished, the Swedish population was a very
homogeneous one. Whereas the Peruvian census used hybridity to construct the idea
of a homogeneous national population defined by this very notion, nineteenth-cen-
tury Swedish counts segregated “Jews, Gypsies and Lapps” in order to produce a
homogeneous majority group, free from admixture, that would be the bearer of the
national identity, this new definition of the population being more biological and
ethnic. Axelsson rightly places the Swedish interest in designating Sami and Finns as
,others’ in the historical context of the transnational circulation of ideas about what
constituted a desirable population, the notions of Malthus and of later eugenicists
having influenced Swedish statisticians, a connection that is also clear in Berg’s ar-
ticle.
The article traces the evolution from language as the marker of Sami identity to
more social and biological criteria in the early twentieth century, when the language
of race came to dominate the discourse about the Sami: a nomadic way of life was a
condition of belonging to the group according to the census authorities, as well as
genealogy in the form of last names. The author points at convergence and contacts
with German racial science, but a parallel could also be made with the American cen-
suses of Alaska, where the U.S. Census used anthropological expertise to distinguish
,Eskimo’ people from Indian tribes.12 Customs and occupations appear to have been
in the early twentieth century a favored marker of ,race’ over language or religion in
other countries too. In the United States, in a way that is reminiscent of the case of
Peru, native people with mixed ancestry were classified as native, whereas in the
1930 census of Sweden, only “full Lapps” qualified. Axelsson notes, following Nob-
les, that in the United States this could be explained by the concern expressed over
the possibility of the Indian population vanishing, but there are also other factors in-
volved. First, there was the principle of the one-drop rule, which was also applied to
natives in the case of mixture with whites. The aim was more to prevent mixed-race
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individuals from being counted as white than to inflate the numbers of the native
group, although this motive was also present, the exact opposite of Peruvian practice
that fused ,mestizos’ and whites into a single category. Then, American censuses had
started in the nineteenth century to count as Indians what they called “civilized In-
dians”, in contrast to the Swedish practice of recognizing as Sami only those who
lived in what the authorities deemed the traditional Sami way of life.13 Early on,
American censuses used a mix of biological and sociological criteria to assign an in-
dividual to the Indian race, that is either being registered as a member of a tribe, or
being considered an Indian in the local community.
One can note, however, that although one logic appeared more inclusive and the
other more restrictive, they both had the effect of constructing a radical otherness of
the original inhabitants in racial terms. The fact that racial categories had already in-
corporated sociological criteria in the United States helps to explain why racial cate-
gories continue to be present to this day in American censuses, whereas Sweden
abandoned its racial classification after World War II. This turn appears somewhat
ambiguous, given the fact that the Swedish state stopped counting the Sami but con-
tinued to produce estimates of the Sami population based on other criteria. Another,
more recent transnational dimension, came into play with the demands of the UN
special reporter on indigenous issues for a census of the Sami. This points at an issue
that is at the core of debates over ethnic and racial statistics everywhere, the question
of whether categories designed to exclude and segregate minorities can be continued
or revived in the interest of these groups. This is especially true regarding public
policies based on numbers and group identities, such as affirmative action; and both
the case of Peru and that of Sweden are useful contributions to the debate because
they historicize these categories in a way that does not simply discount them as pro-
ducts of an era when the inequality of the races was the dominant paradigm but in-
stead shows them as elements of policy and politics.
Looking at transnational expertise in a historical perspective
We have already noted how the circulation of experts and ideas could be observed in
prewar Peru as well as in Sweden. This issue is at the centre of Anika Berg’s “A Sui-
table Country: The Relationship between Sweden’s Interwar Population Policy and
Family Planning in Postindependence India” and Eva Maria Silies’s “Verhtung als
Mittel gegen Bevlkerungswachstum. Expertendiskussion und ffentliche Debatten
in Westdeutschland in den 1960er Jahren”. Both papers analyze the interaction be-
tween science and policy regarding birth control, and both connect the postwar pe-
riod of family planning and fears of overpopulation with the prewar groups of ex-
perts and researchers that were part of the eugenics movement. The question of race
looms also over these issues, with the suspicion that Western experts, and also as
Silies shows, part of the public opinion in Western countries, favored the limitation
of population growth in non-Western countries for racist reasons. Both authors are
grappling with the accusation that has been thrown at Western experts that in ways
often unacknowledged, they might entertain an intellectual continuity with the pre-
war eugenicist projects that came to be associated with the Nazi policies of forced
sterilization and extermination, an accusation grounded in the continuity of the per-
sonnel involved. World War II does not appear as an absolute barrier, as we have al-
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ready seen in relation to the Sami statistics. This question of the transmission of ex-
pertise and embedded ideologies from the prewar to the postwar era and from West-
ern countries to developing countries is obviously an important one, especially when
one considers coercive policies and forced sterilizations and detailed historical ac-
counts such as those are needed.14 Looking at published documents as well as private
letters, Berg is able to show that coercive sterilization in India in the 1960s was a case
of “non-transfer” of technique, an original concept in the history of science that
Berg borrows from Londa Schiebinger.15 Despite the presence of Swedish popula-
tion experts in Kerala who have been associated in the 1930’s in Sweden with eugen-
ics and coercive sterilization, she concludes that they were not the channel of trans-
mission of sterilization as encouraged and implemented by governmental authorities
in India. This conclusion is an interesting contribution to the body of knowledge
about transfers of knowledge and policies, because it relies on archival research, pu-
blic as well as private correspondence and not merely inferences by the historian.
Nevertheless, one can wonder whether the absence of archival evidence showing
that Signe Hjer or other Swedish experts played a decisive role in the adoption of
sterilization policies in Kerala is sufficient proof that they were not instrumental.
But it shows the benefit of a careful historical inquiry before rushing to conclusions
and politically and morally charged judgments. The re-interpretation of the role of
experts in general, and of population science in particular, in the context of postcolo-
nial and subaltern studies has opened rich perspectives; but, as Berg shows, although
not immune to a sense of cultural superiority, the experts she studied are not respon-
sible for all the reprehensible aspects of coercive birth-control policies.
The transformation and adaptation in the context of the postwar fear of overpopu-
lation of prewar expertise on contraception and birth control raises very challenging
questions about continuities and discontinuities in science, about whether the tech-
nique can be detached from the ideological context in which it was developed (some-
thing that we have mentioned about racial categories as well) or whether there is
more than a stigma that can travel with a technique. The issue of what happens to an
idea, and to a network of experts, when they travel from a national setting to a trans-
national one is crucial to discuss the meaning of postwar population policies in a
global context if we want to go beyond the reductionist claims of imperialism and
racism on the one hand, and the self-promotion of neutrality and expertise on the
other. The same argument can be found in Eva-Maria Silies’s article, which shows in
a nuanced way that part of the German discourse about the pill in the postwar period
continued to mobilize Nazi era concepts such as ,Lebensraum’ or ideas of the com-
petition of the races, if in a repressed way. She also demonstrates quite clearly the
moral content of judgments on the contraceptive pill on the part of experts as well as
the general public who distinguished between individual choice of family planning
in Germany and the need for a public policy of population control in developing
countries. This ideological dimension of the discussion of the contraceptive pill res-
onates with the story told by Berg about how Swedish experts portrayed themselves
as value-free agents. Both articles emphasize the usefulness of looking at ideological
and moral dimensions of population expertise but also at the changing meanings of
technical devices in different contexts. They enable us to take into account the role
of religious and moral values, not simply in the receiving countries but also in those
that exported agents of transnational expertise, from the perspective of cultural
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transfers that we have discussed above. Silies shows in detail how the public opinion
in Germany evolved over the question of birth control when it was linked in the
German media to the “population bomb” idea. The gendered dimension of birth-
control policies is also important here, with the added element that the women who
were the target of the policies were women of color. Thus, transnational expertise is
a likely object of criticism as being a top-down imposition of policies discredited in
the West upon developing countries. This is what explains the relatively late and cau-
tious involvement of the Federal Republic of Germany in international efforts to
limit population growth, because of the weight of German history. But if we look
beyond, as both authors do, it is worth studying how this past has been taken into
account and how it could also push the experts in different directions, showing that
this previous expertise encouraged these men and women to get involved in transna-
tional birth-control policies but that there was no strict determinism. The picture
that appears here is rather of experts capitalizing on their past experiences and pre-
war networks to apply their competence in another field, re-inventing themselves as
members of a professionalized body of experts rather than active participants in a
political project. It does mean that their motivations were not ideological, but that
this dimension is not the only one that helps us understand their actions and ideas.
This rhetoric of expertise has long been studied but the interest of these two articles
lies in the nuanced connection that is made between the two phases of the lives of
these actors.16
Conclusion
The history of population studies has been renewed by a more sociological ap-
proach, envisioning the various processes of population policies, whether censuses
or promotion of birth-control devices, that make cultural and social factors emerge
as relevant and lead us toward negotiation rather than the imposition of norms and
definitions. Obviously the different actors do not have the same degree of agency,
and in the case of coercive family-planning policies, the agency of women in
developing countries is quite limited. We should not take at face value the agents’
rhetoric of self-promotion; nor should we indulge in the opposite excess of system-
atic denunciation or quest for hidden agendas. In fact, these four articles show that
the agendas are not hidden from anyone who is willing to investigate, provided they
look at different sources and incorporate different viewpoints and levels of analysis.
Another important result seems to be that a connection can be made between the
production of knowledge and policies in a national context and a more recent period
of transnational expertise, since transnational influences have informed population
experts at least since the nineteenth century, as these authors show, and since the ac-
tions of agents in the global context can also be understood partly as the extension of
national traditions.
It seems fitting that the hybrid science of demography would be studied in ways
that connect places, eras, and disciplines. By combining the history of science with
the tools of political, intellectual, and social history, these essays offer us a deeper
understanding of the evolutions of the discipline.
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